Abstract. This paper examines the role of Virtual Reality technologies (in particular, the Digital Songlines Environment), in the expression of a sustainable Aboriginal landscape knowledge base. The effectiveness of these new kinds of knowledge practice is framed by their sustainability and how they complement existing cultural knowledge practices. These issues of sustainability and complementarity need to be addressed in the design and implementation of the VR product. This paper frames the process and product of Digital Songlines Environment as a performative, cross cultural knowledge space, which has the potential to negotiate the controversies between Western techno-science and Aboriginal knowledges. The twin themes of reflexive design and respectful cross cultural engagement and trust, are seen as imperatives for the process and product to align with the authenticity, ownership and purposes of Aboriginal knowledge traditions.
Introduction
This paper sets out to explore some issues in the design process of a 3D virtual world which aims to express and allow performance of Aboriginal knowledge practices. It draws on a project -the Digital Songlines Project that is currently being developed and operationalised within the Australian CRC for Interaction Design ( ACID).
Although sophisticated in its look and feel and the technological investment which underlies it, the Digital Songlines Environment is nevertheless a representation of people, knowledge, artifacts and landscape, and the relationships between them. As with any representation, it works to render the heterogeneous expressions of reality in a more fixed, and singular mode. Yet, the paradigms of Aboriginal knowledge and knowledge practice which it aims to express are radically different to Western traditions. Digital Songlines Environment and all digital archiving projects are "boundary objects" between Aboriginal cultural knowledge and the Western technoscience that is utilised to express it.
As "boundary objects" they inhabit a boundary across the social, cultural and technological aspects of radically different knowledge traditions. They also do a particular kind of work in negotiating the controversies between knowledge traditions.
The explicit and reflective deployment of the controversies emerging from this project is integral to its authenticity and the role it might play as a new form in the ongoing process of Aboriginal knowledge production and transmission. The concept of the project as a new kind of performative knowledge space [1] based on heterogeneity and trust is explored and the consequences for the iterative design process are investigated.
Design as Translation and Transformation
The cultural stories of all cultures are aligned with the forms, materials, performances and paradigms that are authenticated and stabilised in that culture.
[2] However, when a culture attempts to tell its cultural stories through the forms, materials and performances provided by another culture, there are unintended effects that need scrutiny. The telling of the cultural stories with new media forms becomes a process of innovation that involves a series of translations and transformations. Lucy Suchman [3] sees such technological innovations as not the creation of new discrete objects but the "cultural production of new forms of material practice." (p.9)
The process of design and implementation is enacted by a collective of actors both human and non-human, and becomes one of crossing the boundaries between the two cultures and deploying controversies and negotiating equivalences. Turnbull [1] asserts that this involves holding knowledges in tension. He argues that any account of cross cultural knowledge making describes "…the contingent processes of making assemblages and linkages, of creating spaces in which knowledge is possible" (p.552). This is ontological and epistemological work that negotiates what entities exist in the world and how we can know about them. It is also political work that is concerned with how particular views of the world become stabilised and accepted, how they exert influence and even come to dominate. At the same time, it forms of resistance and the emergence of new permutations of practice which act to incorporate the new form into existing networks of cultural learning.
Aboriginal knowledge traditions exist in a profoundly reciprocal relationship with Land. The role of the Land differs radically from Western notions of a passive backdrop for human cognition and exploitation. For Aboriginal knowledge, the landscape itself is simultaneously a physical space; a sentient collective of diverse entities, a meaning system and an historical, spatial visual record of all past events. Aboriginal knowledge practices are constructed in this reciprocity between people and Land, through a variety of performances and representations. Knowledge constructed in this way is locally authentic, specifically owned and has specific purposes. If we (both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal workers) are to attempt to express these knowledge traditions and practices with the forms and materials of Western techno-science (such as 3D digital virtual worlds), we therefore need to design for authenticity, ownership and purpose in ways that are aligned with existing Aboriginal knowledge practices.
How precisely this work is done is problematic indeed. The technology of 3D virtual worlds is at the end of the long chain of techno-scientific development that historically has been involved in the collecting and archiving of Aboriginal knowledge traditions. This process is inherently heterogeneous and spatial and has
